
Aerospace power is most effective when it is focused in purpose 
and not needlessly dispersed. 

—AFM 1-1, Basic Aerospace Doctrine of the United States Air Force,vol. 1, March 1992 
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RECENT ISSUE of Fortune features an ar-Aticle entitled “Why Companies Fail.” One of 
the questions it poses is, “Why do successful 

organizations, which once could do no wrong, suddenly 
begin to lose their way?” In answering that question, 
experts emphasize that one of the “key chasms” to avoid 
is “a tendency on the part of management to diversify 
into fields far from the organization’s essential core.”1 

While there is no danger of our “company” failing, 
recent Air Force restructuring included at least one ma­
jor decision that strays from this sound advice. The 
transfer in 1993 of C-130s from Air Mobility Com­

mand (AMC) to Air Combat Command (ACC) and the 
unified commanders is both a loss of a core business 
for AMC and a diversion into a field far from the 
“organization’s essential core.” Instead, the business 
plan for the Air Force reorganization should have left 
the C-130s close to the “organization’s essential core” 
(i.e., AMC’s airlift mission) and adjusted an already 
proven product to the changing environment. It’s time 
to rethink this issue. 

The core restructuring of the post-cold-war Air 
Force followed a simple binary logic: did forces be-
long to the “global reach” or “global power” portion of 
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According to a time-tested doctrinal principle, airlift is a system consisting of many diverse yet interlocking components that 
must work well together for the whole to function effectively. Further, it is a seamless system, comprising a continuum of 
overlapping tasks and responsibilities best performed by a single organization that devotes its engeries to thinking about and 
acting on how best to use airlift forces. 

the Air Force vision statement? Forces previously as­
sociated with conducting violent aerial warfare were 
generally considered part of global power and placed 
in ACC, while airlift and tanker forces that contributed 
to the maturing mobility strategy of global reach were 
assigned to AMC. Most major weapon systems were 
easily and naturally classified and placed. But one 
weapon system—the C-130—was not. 

Although part of Military Airlift Command (MAC) 
for 18 years and AMC for nearly a year and a half, C-
130 aircraft and advocacy for those aircraft transferred 
to ACC on 1 October 1993. In preliminary 
reorganizational steps, C-130s became part of an ini­
tiative by the chief of staff of the Air Force (CSAF) in 
February 1991 to form composite air wings; thus, the­
ater-based C-130s overseas returned to the control of 
theater air force component commanders (AFCC) by 
June 1992. 

The idea to transfer C-130s germinated even be-
fore the Persian Gulf War as part of a broader interest 
in command relationships involving air assets in the 
war-fighting theaters and the blurred distinction be-
tween strategic and tactical missions.2  Gen Merrill A. 
McPeak, then commander in chief (CINC) of Pacific 
Air Forces, advocated the movement of certain air as-
sets to their respective theater AFCCs in order to con­
solidate air assets under a single commander. He rea­
soned that, over the years, the Air Force’s organiza­
tional structure had moved away from simplicity in 
command structures and from general reliance on a 
single controlling authority in theater operations. As 

the new CSAF presiding over the massive Air Force 
reorganization, he included C-130s in the new “com­
posite wings” and secured the transfer of theater C-
130s to the AFCCs. Finally, General McPeak directed 
the transition of C-130 aircraft, advocacy, and weapon-
system management from AMC to ACC, the air com­
ponent of United States Atlantic Command 
(USACOM), based in the continental United States 
(CONUS). 

Such proposals regarding C-130s were 
uncompelling to many people in the Department of 
Defense (DOD), including senior airlift leaders who 
defended the concept of the single airlift manager and 
cited such issues as economy and responsiveness of 
the airlift system. MAC was accused of dragging its 
heels on reorganization issues and of fighting the age-
old battle of determining whether or not the theater 
commander should own the C-130s.3  In his exit inter-
view, Gen Hansford T. Johnson, former CINCMAC 
and first commander of AMC, expressed concern over 
the transfer by saying that “the dispersal of those forces 
will greatly complicate the AMC and USTRANSCOM 
[United States Transportation Command] effort and sig­
nificantly decrease the overall airlift . . . capabilities of 
our nation. . . . I disagree totally on how we’ve broken 
up . . . the airlift. We’ve set ourselves up to have a 
catastrophic problem at some point.”4 

Preliminary discussions among senior Air Force 
leaders involved in the reorganization suggested that 
some airlift would be owned and operated by the the­
aters. In any case, early proposals clearly indicated 
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that advocacy for equipment modernization and train­
ing of all airlift forces, both theater and strategic, would 
carry over to AMC.5 

The Joint Staff scrutinized the proposed transfer, 
viewing it as both an expansion of the mission and re-
sources of USACOM and a disruption of the existing 
common-user airlift system.6  The Joint Staff further 
questioned the precedence of new arrangements over 
user concerns of supported CINCs who would no longer 
have a single “belly button” to press when they ordered 
airlift support. This point made the transfer a clear 
target for congressional criticism, as was the case with 
the consolidation and transfer of C-130s from Tacti­
cal Air Command (TAC) in 1974. Nevertheless, in a 
sequence of events concentrating more on the balanc­
ing of forces in the new Air Force organizational 
scheme than the effectiveness of the airlift system, the 
Air Force overturned the program decision memoran­
dum (PDM) of July 1974 that directed the consolida­
tion of all airlift forces under a single manager.7 

Framing the Issue 
Previously accepted airlift doctrine and operations 

fundamentally changed with the AMC to ACC, to the 
unified theater commands, and—on a smaller scale— 
to the composite wings. Resembling the pre-airlift-
consolidation period of 1974 that also favored the C-
130 as a theater asset, the transfer rested on changed 
Air Force views of three central issues: (1) the question 
of whether airlift is regarded as a seamless system or 
an apportioned resource, (2) the apparent conflict 
between the concept of a single airlift manager and the 
desire for unified command in overseas theaters, and 
(3) the question of who should be the voice for the C-
130. 

Assuming that the C-130 is a theater asset implies 
that airlift is a resource to be allocated and parceled 
out and discounts the single-manager and common-user 
concepts so central to the consolidation argument. This 
view further conflicts with a time-tested doctrinal prin­
ciple that airlift is a system consisting of many diverse 
yet interlocked components that must work well to­
gether if the whole is to function effectively. In other 
words, airlift should be a seamless system, comprising 
a “continuum of overlapping tasks and responsibili­
ties”8 best performed by a single organization that de-
votes its energies to thinking about and acting on how 
best to use airlift forces. Also implicit in the transfer is 
the notion that the single-manager and consolidated-
airlift concepts are deficient and that previous 
intratheater airlift support fell short of theater CINCs’ 
expectations and requirements. Lastly, the transfer of 
advocacy seems to favor ACC’s being a voice for a 
particular aircraft (the C-130) and location (the the­
ater) rather than for a broad mission categorization (air-
lift). 

In sharp contrast, proponents of consolidated, 
single-manager airlift argue that the transfer of C-130s 
away from AMC’s global airlift system is not in the 
best interest of the airlift and mobility capabilities of 
the United States and its allies and does not bode well 
for the long-term viability of the C-130. Substantial 
past, present, and future evidence convincingly sup-
ports a return of the C-130 to the airlift and defense 
transportation community, where it resided for so long. 
Now that global and theater airlift are again fragmented, 
the airlift and mobility communities can only impro­
vise to maintain the advantages of efficiency and mu­
tual support gained through consolidation. A corol­
lary to the belief in the consolidated, single-manager 
airlift system explains how that system never faltered 
in its unified theater support. Specifically, airlift forces 
operated in accordance with the guidance and priori­
ties of the theater commanders and provided a realis­
tic, responsive solution to supervise intratheater and 
intertheater airlift simultaneously within a unified 
command’s area of responsibility (AOR). 

Historical and Doctrinal 
Rationale 

Consolidation of strategic and theater airlift within 
a single, global airlift system was the by-product of an 
evolutionary process that recognized and improved 
earlier technological and doctrinal shortcomings. The 
system was conceived during World War II, when the 
implications of aviation technology became clear. Even 
though part of the rationale for the current Air Force 
restructuring is the primacy of a theater commander’s 
requirements—a belief from World War II—postwar 
airlift thinkers reached different conclusions.9  L. W. 
Pogue, chairman of the Civil Aeronautics Agency, pos­
tulated in 1942 that “within the air transport arena, the 
speed and mobility of transport airplanes had reduced 
the entire world to one theater of operation.”10 

Key Army Air Corps leaders were sensitive to the 
dichotomy between theater and global operations and 
requirements. Maj Gen Harold L. George, commander 
of Air Transport Command (ATC), acknowledged that 
“no tradition in the Army has more universal respect 
than the tradition which concludes that in [his or her] 
sphere of responsibility the theater commander shall 
have basic and, some times, over-riding authority. 
[However,] the generations which contributed most to 
the establishment of this tradition were those equipped 
with infantry, cavalry, and artillery as their principal 
weapons.” George ventured that the airplane’s com­
ing of age “has broadened the ordinary theater of war-
fare, has changed very basically our previous concep­
tions of warfare methods, and must have some effect 
upon the organizational method of conducting wars.” 
Further, he observed that 
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this is the first war in which we have engaged where the 
“world” defines the theater. . . . Any reasonable analysis 
of the requirements of [World War II] must readily rec­
ognize the necessity for a “many theater” system of air 
transportation, flexible enough to be mobile and with di­
rection centralized enough to recognize the comparable 
requirements of many theaters. To permit any theater 
commander to exercise final judgment upon the employ­
ment of all aircraft within [their] theater, irrespective of 
the requirements of other theaters, is but an endeavor to 
conduct on a “local” basis a war which has refused to 
become local.11 

In the years following World War II, airlift pio­
neer Gen William H. Tunner unsuccessfully lobbied 
the Air Force to unify all air transport organizations 
and to end the historical distinction between tactical 
and strategic air transport.12 Little progress was made 
until the early 1960s, when ideas developed that were 
as much conceptual as technological. Previously, con­
straints on airlift entailed combinations of at least nine 
factors: speed, range/payload trade-off, flexibility of 
employment, cubic capacity, load ability, self-suffi­
ciency, terminal base requirements, fuel dependency, 
and direct operating costs.13  With a fleet of multipur­
pose C-130, C-141, and—eventually—C-5 aircraft 
available to overcome those technical limitations, think­
ers and planners were no longer limited by aircraft ca­
pability and could turn their attention to determining 
how those aircraft could be employed. When the 
nation’s military strategy changed from massive retali­
ation to flexible response, the speed and responsive­
ness of air transport took on new importance. The 
basic function of a modern airlift force would be to 
help prevent any type of war, if possible, and to help 
secure a swift conclusion, should deterrence fail. Gen 
Howell M. Estes, Jr., commander of Military Air Trans-
port Service (MATS), wrote in 1969 of this “airlift with-
out precedent” in his forward-looking article “Modern 
Combat Airlift”: “The role of modern combat airlift, 
then, is to airlift combat forces and all their battle equip­
ment, in the size and mix required—with the greatest 
speed—to any point in the world, no matter how re-
mote or primitive, where a threat arises or is likely to 
erupt.”14 

In 1964, TAC and MATS were tasked to prepare 
new doctrinal manuals for troop-carrier and airlift avia­
tion. A doctrine-development committee in MATS 
suggested that the timing was right to end the distinc­
tion between tactical and strategic airlift: “With the 
present and future capacity of MATS to perform all 
phases of the airlift mission, the concept of airlift need 
no longer be fragmented, but can now become an en­
tity.”15 In a letter to the Air Force that proposed a single-
airlift manual, General Estes agreed that a multipur­
pose airlift force ended the distinction between the two-

Airlift pioneer Gen William H. Tunner unsuccessfully lobbied 
the Air Force to unify all air transport organizations and to 
end the historical distinction between tactical and strategic air 
transport. Little progress was made until the early 19960s, when 
ideas much conceptual as technological. 

manual approach of assault (tactical) and strategic air-
lift: “Airlift is an instrument of national and military 
power in its own right, as well as an essential support­
ing element to strategic and tactical combat forces. . . . 
It is my opinion that the full functional capability of 
airlift must be addressed as an entity in order to exploit 
the flexibility of airlift forces. Such capability cannot 
in any way be considered divisible.”16 A claim can 
be made that by the mid-to-late 1960s, airlift moved 
into a modern era characterized by movement towards 
an all-jet fleet with intercontinental capability and an 
ability to respond without qualification to total airlift 
requirements. 

Two events in the modern era spurred airlift con­
solidation policy: Operation Nickel Grass, the US air-
lift to Israel during the Mideast War of 1973, and the 
airlift experience of the Vietnam War, evaluated by 
the Project Corona Harvest report on airlift in 1973. 
The C-130 played a major role in both events. 

One must consider Operation Nickel Grass the pro­
totype of the present “global reach” doctrine of power 
projection, whereby mobility forces offer the national 
command authorities (NCA) an ability to respond 
quickly and decisively with a wide range of options to 
regional crises, anywhere in the world. Nickel Grass 
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completed a lengthy study of vari­
ous aspects of wartime airlift op­
erations. That team’s unanimous 
recommendation was that “steps 
be taken to achieve a single air-
lift command as soon as pos­
sible.”19 Their 1973 report con­
cluded that operating two airlift 
systems (tactical and strategic) 
led to “extensive parallelism in 
their basic airlift functions which 
detracted from efficiency and 
tended to complicate the mis­
sion.” Since mission statements 
of tactical and strategic airlift 
overlapped, they were vague 
about responsibilities and areas of 
command and control (C2). 

Airlift is the mission. A theater is merely the location where it is 
accomplished. The C-130, picture here in formation with a C-
141, is but “one tool in the toolbox” used for that mission. 

demonstrated the ability to project and resupply the 
substantial forces of modern warfare with an all-jet 
transport fleet over intercontinental distances.17 

Although deliveries of war materiel to Israel were 
made exclusively by C-141 and C-5 aircraft, the airlift 
network constructed for the CONUS-to-Israel transfer 
included an important role for the C-130. Initially, 
command relationships and control of C-130s were 
areas of concern that complicated the anticipated op­
erations because MAC did not have access to the C-
130 fleet to move small but critical loads (e.g., mate-
riel-handling equipment, additional aircrews, and air-
lift control element [ALCE] teams). When the Soviet 
response to the Mideast War caused the United States 
to order a heightened military alert, all C-130s were 
withdrawn from MAC’s control because these aircraft 
were either theater assets under the control of theater 
CINCs or CONUS-based assets under TAC. MAC was 
forced to use C-141s to move these small (some only 
2,000 pounds) but necessary loads for en route sup-
port. These command relationships delayed the use of 
C-130s until 15 October, when 12 aircraft per day were 
dedicated to MAC’s use, even though initial planning 
for Nickel Grass began on 6 October.18  This experi­
ence in airlift management, combined with similar find­
ings from the Vietnam War, formed powerful argu­
ments for airlift consolidation. 

During the Vietnam War, the Air Force systemati­
cally gathered information on air operations to assist 
in the writing of future doctrine. From 1965 to 1968, a 
team of officers from the Tactical Airlift Center par­
ticipated in this effort—Project Corona Harvest—and 

Moreover, both airlift forces were 
equipped and trained to perform 

in a similar manner and thus “engaged in the air move­
ment of personnel and material over long and short dis­
tances employing the same tactics and techniques in 
discharging these duties.” The report recommended 
that a “true single manager concept of operation would 
provide a more responsive, flexible, effective, and eco­
nomical airlift force with considerable savings in man-
power and equipment.” A consolidated force would 
also standardize a system of operations for all airlift, 
no matter the location. Clearly, distinguishing two air-
lift forces by aircraft type proved false. For example, 
not only had C-130s augmented the strategic mission, 
but C-141s and newly operational C-5s had flown di­
rectly into the combat zone.20 

Shortly after Nickel Grass and the release of the 
final Corona Harvest report, Secretary of Defense James 
R. Schlesinger directed the Department of Defense 
(DOD) to merge all tactical airlift forces into one force 
and consolidate all airlift forces under a single man­
ager. New airlift policy was issued as a program deci­
sion memorandum on 29 July 1974 and amended on 
22 August 1974. Air Force general George Brown, 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), elaborated 
that “while the present (duplicative) command arrange­
ments have worked well in peacetime . . . [the airlift 
system] will face increased demands in wartime when 
we can expect competition not only among unified and 
specified commanders for worldwide resources, but 
also among conflicting demands within a theater” (em­
phasis added).21 The Air Force was told on 29 August 
1974 of DOD’s decision to centralize almost all airlift 
(excluding the Navy’s) in MAC, which specifically 
directed that all tactical C-130s and associated support 
in TAC and the overseas commands be transferred in 
place to MAC. A joint statement by the CSAF and 
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secretary of the Air Force explained the meaning of 
the changes and provided a vision of the consolidated 
airlift force: 

As we have modernized our aircraft over the years, we 
have realized that the line between tactical and strategic 
airlift has blurred appreciably. For example, our C-130s 
have a strategic capability and can be used in this role 
(as, indeed, they have in the past). Similarly, our C-5s 
and our C-141s have a tactical capability. . . . The result 
will be one command responsible for both strategic and 
tactical airlift roles and for management of resources be-
tween them.22 

Post-Vietnam fiscal realities added further cred­
ibility to the Corona Harvest report. As is the case 
today, the US was downsizing a large military estab­
lishment. To win public backing, Gen David C. Jones, 
CSAF, provided the rationale for consolidation during 
a press conference on 13 December 1974. Along with 
reductions in personnel and aircraft, he stated that “the 
Air Force had turned toward a single management con­
cept of operating its [airlift] forces,” with assurances 
that consolidation would provide an “economical air-
lift force with considerable savings in manpower and 
equipment.”23 Thereafter, airlift consolidation became 
a part of the reduction plan favored by the American 
public. 

Benefits of a flexible, consolidated airlift system 
became evident in operations in Grenada (Urgent Fury) 
and Panama (Just Cause). In both actions, aircraft in 
the core MAC fleet (C-5s, C-141s, and C-130s) were 
used interchangeably. For the initial assaults, C-130s 
departed the CONUS as a strategic resource with na­
tional objectives at stake. Later in the operations, they 
reverted to their more traditional mission of theater 
resupply. Among their taskings, C-5 and C-141 air-
craft flew theater logistical-support sorties. All the 
while, MAC airlift was under that command’s C2 

mechanisms but remained adequately responsive to the 
theater commander’s requirements. 

There is one airlift mission—“the delivery of what is 
needed, where it is needed, and when it is needed.” 

Most recently, the massive wartime airlifts of Op­
erations Desert Shield and Desert Storm validated the 
single-manager concept and again showed the merit of 
such a system. MAC worked through USTRANSCOM 
directly with United States Central Command 
(USCENTCOM) and its AFCC to bring additional the­
ater airlift forces from a variety of locations (CONUS, 

Pacific, and Europe) to the Persian Gulf. As a total 
airlift package, the response took the form of aircraft, 
aerial port, maintenance, logistics, and cargo handlers— 
the full range of combatant CINC support. Crews, plan­
ners, and C2 systems were standardized, with no anoma­
lies in strategic and theater aircraft employment, com­
mand relationships, or planning. 

The best example of this integrated airlift effort 
between strategic and theater forces was the establish­
ment of express airlift systems that used dedicated C-
141s, which flew time-sensitive cargo daily from the 
CONUS to the Gulf.24  Arrangements were made for 
intratheater lift schedules to mesh with the arrival of 
the express flights so that onward routing of critical 
items was not delayed in-theater. The system worked 
as a functional equivalent of commercial overnight 
delivery systems, with centralized control provided by 
the MAC C2 system. This integration of movement 
from the CONUS to the far points of the Gulf theater 
was effectively and efficiently accomplished only 
through a system with a single manager. 

Airlift forces are a finite, 
national resource. 

Difficulties arose during Desert Shield/Desert 
Storm mainly when control of airlift forces was decen­
tralized. For example, when MAC changed operational 
control (CHOP) of approximately 144 C-130s to 
USCENTCOM for intratheater airlift requirements, the 
logistical supply channels of US Air Forces, Central 
Command (CENTAF) were supposed to assume re­
sponsibility for supplying the C-130s. Because of de-
lays, however, units resorted to requesting spare parts 
from their home stations. In response to theater needs, 
MAC developed and monitored a “watch list” of mis­
sion-essential items to ensure effective C-130 theater 
operations; it also dispatched high-priority mission 
support kits to Rhein-Main AB, Germany; Dhahran and 
Riyadh, Saudi Arabia; and Kuwait City.25 

A second example of the complications caused by 
decentralized airlift control was the theater-to-theater 
transfer of forces and materiel. Desert Storm revealed 
that high-intensity airlift operations can exceed the 
ability of a single theater’s staff to handle such large 
airlift flows. Specifically, in January 1991 at the height 
of the Gulf War buildup, US Air Forces Europe 
(USAFE) requested that MAC “schedule all intratheater 
airlift (both strategic and tactical missions) to take full 
advantage of both NATO [North Atlantic Treaty Or­
ganization] airlift and EUCOM [European Command] 
possessed C-130 aircraft for expeditious movement of 
DESERT STORM . . . requirements” because of the 
task saturation of its theater headquarters and capabili-
ties.26 
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Experience in a wide variety of wars and contin­
gencies molded US airlift and mobility capability and 
doctrine in the modern era of jet transports and inter-
continental flights. Adaptation of a consolidated, 
single-manager airlift system was part of the evolu­
tionary process and served the country well for almost 
19 years. Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm 
are the most recent successful “stress tests” of the con­
solidated, single-manager system. Clearly, the histori­
cal record does not support the current transfer. Fur­
thermore, conditions have not changed so radically, 
even in a restructured post-cold-war military, as to of­
fer compelling reasons for abandoning the consolidated 
airlift system. Chronicled experience offers several 
timeless doctrinal principles concerning the way air-
lift works best.27 

• Airlift works best as a “seamless” system to ac­
complish the mission. It is a continuum of overlap-
ping tasks and capabilities. Aircraft are but one part of 
a system that includes—among other elements—logis­
tics, C2, and transportation functions. 

• There is one airlift mission—“the delivery of what 
is needed, where it is needed, and when it is needed,”28 

quite possibly in combat. Airlift is the mission. A 
theater is merely the location where it is accomplished. 
The C-130 is but “one tool in the toolbox” used for 
that mission. 

• Airlift forces are a finite, national resource. The 
airlift system is designed to provide the NCA a rapid, 
effective, efficient, yet flexible system to respond glo­
bally as well as regionally to support the needs of the­
ater commanders individually and concurrently. 

Issues for Today 
Just as global power frames ACC’s offering to US 

airpower, so does global reach express AMC’s contri­
bution. These two segments of the broader Air Force 
mission imply different purposes, contributions, and 
concerns for AMC and ACC. 

Organize, Train, and Equip for the Mission 
These two Air Force major commands (MAJCOM) 
must organize, train, and equip forces for the unified 
commands. As a component of USTRANSCOM and 
as part of the Air Force, AMC has the mission of pro­
viding operationally ready mobility forces and exper­
tise as required.29  AMC thus acts as the principal voice 
and expert for the airlift mission. Similarly, ACC speaks 
as the chief voice for air warfare, focusing first and 
foremost on its combat mission of fighting with bombs, 
missiles, and guns. The distinctive contribution of each 
MAJCOM should be made over broad, core mission 
categorizations—not by individual weapon systems or 
theater orientation. Having ACC act as advocate for 
the C-130, based on aircraft type and nomenclature as 
a theater asset, creates a false distinction that overrides 

ACC’s and AMC’s reason for existence. As General 
Tunner once said in very similar circumstances, trans­
fer of an airlift mission from AMC to ACC is “the para­
dox of men trained for one unique military specialty 
administering equipment designed for another, func­
tionally and philosophically different.”30  The C-130 is 
a transport, and airlift is its mission. 

Airlift and mobility forces are also keenly sensi­
tive to the assertion that peacetime and wartime mili­
tary organizational arrangements are necessarily inter-
dependent and must balance extensive peacetime trans­
portation requirements with corresponding combat ca­
pabilities. AMC fulfills its charter of organizing, train­
ing, and equipping airlift forces underneath an umbrella 
of providing DOD with significant transportation ser­
vices. Today’s fragmented airlift system—in which 
airlift and mobility capability is further dispersed 
among the theaters, composite wings, and ACC—un­
necessarily complicates this substantial enterprise. 

The Mission 
As mentioned earlier, there is a single airlift mission— 
the delivery of what is needed, where it is needed, and 
when it is needed. That mission may have to be ac­
complished in combat and under adverse conditions. 
All points of organization, doctrine, and resources must 
be addressed with regard to that mission. Yet, AMC 
itself, along with USTRANSCOM, now consider their 
own missions complete when troops and materiel ar­
rive in-theater and are handed off to a separate theater 
logistics system. This is a watershed break—though 
not yet fully comprehended as such—from the seam-
less, consolidated, single-manager airlift system that 
delivered troops and materiel from “fort to foxhole.” 

From a war-fighting perspective, the pretransfer 
organization of airlift forces provided the total flex­
ibility needed by the NCA to apportion and reappor­
tion forces quickly enough to meet evolving contin­
gencies, regardless of location. Ironically, an early 
argument against consolidation was that tactical units 
would lose their tactical orientation and thus be less 
responsive to theater commanders.31  Instead, over the 
19 years of consolidation, strategic airlift benefited from 
the tactical side (and vice versa), and the two com­
bined to form a complete system more responsive to 
theater and strategic needs than either one was before. 

The real operational advantages of that complete 
system lie in standardized doctrine, training, tactics, 
C2, and procedures for all parts of airlift. Such integra­
tion of all theater and intertheater forces in MAC and 
USTRANSCOM eliminated the delays and disconnects 
in planning, tasking, and controlling airlift for opera­
tions that one experienced in a theater-unique airlift 
organization. A consolidated, single-manager airlift 
system enables unified CINCs to have the immediate 
and responsive support that allows them to take quick 
advantage of opportunities for synergism between dif-
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ferent airlift capabilities. In short, it allows them to 
transport personnel and materiel to any location, under 
any condition. 

Command Relationships and C2 

Historically, the idea of consolidated airlift under a 
single manager such as MATS, MAC, or AMC had 
the potential to disrupt unified command in overseas 
theaters. After 1947 the Air Force supported the no­
tion of unified theater command, whereby the AFCC 
exercised operational control (OPCON) over all air 
assets in the theater, including bomber, tactical, and 
airlift support. To employ theater-assigned aircraft as 
a unified force, the AFCC needed OPCON over those 
aircraft. But the single manager for airlift (MATS and 
MAC) also desired OPCON over all airlift resources 
to ensure efficient global and joint use. Airlift plan­
ners considered airlift a national resource, as was stra­
tegic airpower, and wanted a command structure simi­
lar to Strategic Air Command’s. The latter included 
specified command status and retention of OPCON 
over its forces, while the AFCC retained tactical con­
trol and local direction for certain tasks.32 

The establishment of a theater airlift manager 
(TAM) structure to supervise theater and strategic air-
lift employment concurrently within a theater proved 
a viable solution and was ultimately accepted and ap­
plied worldwide. In an overseas theater, the area CINC 
employed the assigned theater airlift forces through the 
AFCC’s TAM. Under the AFCC, the TAM performed 
the tasks of planning, organizing, coordinating, direct­
ing, and controlling all theater-assigned airlift. More 
importantly, theater commanders gained access via the 
TAM to all of the airlift system’s resources. As airlift’s 
theater representative, the TAM would then accomplish 
the task with the most effective and efficient mix of 
airlift resources available. If the JCS assigned addi­
tional airlift to the AFCC during a contingency, the 
single manager would direct those forces to the theater 
commander. Should the geographic area prove too 
large for the AFCC to control operations effectively, 
additional airlift control centers could be established. 
Visibility over all resources, direct communications to 
airlift’s numbered air forces, and the general flexibil­
ity of a single manager would work for better overall 
service, while full coordination with the theater’s tac­
tical air control system would be maintained. These 
arrangements matured and developed over the years 
but remained constant in their purpose of enabling the­
ater AFCCs to focus attention on the prosecution of 
their primary task—the air campaign. 

Prior to the transfer, theater-based C-130s were 
assigned under operational authority of the theater 
CINCs (i.e., combatant command [COCOM]) and the­
ater AFCCs (i.e., OPCON); however, CINCMAC ex­
ercised service authority to organize, train, and equip 
the forces. In this case, two different MAJCOMs ex­

ercised authority over theater C-130s (i.e., MAC and 
USAFE in Europe). CONUS-based C-130s were as-
signed under the operational authority of 
USCINCTRANS (COCOM) and CINCMAC 
(OPCON); CINCMAC also exercised service author­
ity in the CONUS.33  But in both cases, the service au­
thority to organize, train, and equip resided in MAC, 
an organization primarily concerned with airlift issues 
and a conduit to fully integrate C-130s into the airlift 
system. 

To make the whole airlift system responsive to the­
ater requirements, the commander of airlift forces 
(COMALF)—an airlifter working within the TAM 
concept for the theater AFCC and MAC—integrated 
airlift forces to support all theater and intertheater air-
lift needs for the theater CINC. This dual-hat arrange­
ment enabled the CINC to control assigned theater air-
lift forces and also influenced USCINCTRANS con­
trol and integration of intertheater airlift. These arrange­
ments for consolidation and theater-airlift management 
paid off. During Operation Just Cause, theater airlift 
forces (C-130s) were used in strategic roles, and 
intertheater forces (C-141s) functioned in tactical roles. 
Because of the MAC C2 system, integration was al­
ready a fact, and mission crossovers did not have to be 
coordinated among different forces and commands or 
sorted out during execution. Likewise, Operation 
Desert Shield began with a fully integrated airlift struc­
ture; the problems with C2 and slowness that plagued 
Operation Nickel Grass did not recur. 

Remarkably, despite the transfer to ACC and the 
theaters, strong substantive ties to AMC and 
USTRANSCOM remain in place today. That fact, in 
and of itself, challenges the logic of the 1993 transfer. 
Presently, the tanker airlift control center (TACC), an 
AMC organization at Scott AFB, Illinois, serves as the 
overall executive agent for airlift, continues to be the 
central point of contact, and provides support for all 
assets in the system.34  The TACC provides support for 
all airlift C-130 missions, including coordinating mis­
sion details with the tasked unit, exercising tactical 
control of missions in progress, and managing mainte­
nance recoveries of “broken” aircraft away from the 
home station. Its mission support planning office 
(MSPO) coordinates necessary mission support. Mean-
while, ACC formed the airlift operations center 
(ALOC), a duplicative organization for C-130s, to serve 
as the contact for sourcing ACC-owned or -gained C-
130s, airlift system elements, and support personnel 
and equipment for AMC- or theater-directed missions. 
Concern for an “apparent lack of true command and 
control integration for the C-130” is evident in one C-
130 field commander’s comments in a quarterly report 
to ACC headquarters: 
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The integration of C-130s into these [geographic] the­
aters by ACC continues, but all the command and con­
trol problems have not been totally “debugged.” We still 
find ourselves dependent on the AMC logistics readi­
ness center for responsive reply to our deployed [aircraft] 
needs and we normally have to dispatch our own main­
tenance repair teams from home station to keep stateside 
missions flowing.35 

Presently, evolving command relationships be-
tween AMC, ACC, USACOM, and USTRANSCOM 
are even more convoluted in providing airlift support 
to the war fighters. Supplying theater CINCs with state-
side C-130s involves either ACC’s answering 
USTRANSCOM’s request for “pieces” to provide C-
130 augmentation forces to support a CINC or supply­
ing USACOM with force packages of C-130s for stand-
alone use.36  The recently completed movement of 
forces to Haiti during Operation Restore Democracy 
was yet a further variation of this “pieces versus pack-
ages” arrangement. Operationally, even though a 
USACOM force package of C-130s was used for the 
planned air assault, the TACC remained tightly in­
volved (though unintentionally) and watched as the 
“initial flight of paratrooper-laden C-130s was recalled 
and then replaced by a continuous air and sea bridge to 
Haiti.”37  If AMC or USTRANSCOM had possessed 
those forces and provided full-service, out-sourced 
transportation capability to the theater, at least one ad­
ditional layer would have been removed from the sourc­
ing, supporting, and monitoring activities, and much 
cleaner and clearer lines of C2 responsibility would have 
been established. 

The Airlift System 
One of the assumptions of the ACC concept of opera­
tions (CONOPS) for the C-130 transfer was that the 
“entire airlift system must continue to be responsive to 
user’s needs.” The CONOPS further states that 
“interoperability within the national airlift system, 
Army, Navy, Marine, and allied countries is manda­
tory and essential for successful mission accomplish­
ment.”38  Yet, major components of the airlift system’s 
continuum of tasks and responsibilities were fractured 
in some way by the transfer. One good example of a 
“break” in the airlift system is the division of combat 
control assets. Combat control forces play a key role 
in the airlift system for both intertheater and intratheater 
operations, particularly during the critical, initial stages 
of tactical or austere-location operations. Those forces 
have a greater affinity for C-130 operations rather than 
AMC global-reach operations because of the C-130’s 
remote-location and airdrop capabilities; indeed, about 
80 percent of their taskings are linked to C-130 opera­
tions of all types.39  Yet, the agreed division of combat 
control resources available to AMC and ACC in the 
transfer was that each command got half. In addition, 

AMC was originally programmed to remain the func­
tional manager for all combat control assets, despite 
the imbalance of workload; only recently was advo­
cacy shifted to United States Special Operations Com­
mand (USSOCOM). Other airlift system functions 
were affected by similar arbitrary decisions. 

Another example with like implications is the di­
vision of airlift control squadrons (ALCS) and airlift 
control flights (ALCF).40  An ALCS forms the cadre 
for deployed tanker airlift control elements (TALCE) 
and is augmented by communications, maintenance, 
and aerial port assets. TALCEs deploy to establish 
control, coordinate, and report airlift/tanker operations 
at a base where normal airlift and tanker control facili­
ties are not established or require both planned and no-
notice augmentation. The reorganization stipulated that 
ACC-assigned ALCS forces would focus on specific 
theater expertise yet would be tasked to maintain stra­
tegic interoperability and do so with only limited resi­
dent tanker expertise. ACC forces are expected to be 
able to operate with AMC forces in the field (as they 
most assuredly will do), yet their ability to operate in 
both intratheater and intertheater arenas is hamstrung. 
Again, AMC retained overall functional management 
for this airlift specialty. 

Additional examples of this fragmentation show 
that, despite the acknowlegment of natural ties and the 
mutual support of airlift system resources, assets and 
responsibility for those assets have been artificially and 
arbitrarily divided. For instance, aerial port assets are 
divided along functional lines, with air terminal activi­
ties going to AMC and ACC receiving aerial delivery 
activities. AMC continues to be the functional man­
ager for all aerial port activities, and the TACC man-
ages the validation, sourcing, and tasking of peacetime 
and contingency requirements for aerial port and aerial 
delivery requirements. Yet, when requested by the the­
ater commander and when used specifically for the­
ater airlift requirements, these forces may CHOP to 
the supported theater. Moreover, ACC-designated 
forces are again tasked to “maintain strategic 
interoperability” with AMC forces.41 

The logistics, aeromedical evacuation, and theater 
airlift liaison officer (TALO) programs are similarly 
affected. As a result, the synergy and efficiency of 
these assets—which existed because of the efforts of a 
single manager who directed seamless mobility opera­
tions—are now dissipated. 

Issues for Tomorrow 
Where would a consolidated airlift system fit in 

the airlift and mobility system of the future? One pos­
sible role bears similarity to airlift’s role in Operation 
Nickel Grass. Although the C-130 might not transfer 
materiel over long distances from onload points to des­
tination, it could easily be a key player in moving 
smaller but critical loads to establish the “aluminum 
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bridge,” thus freeing intercontinental, long-range as-
sets for AMC’s employment. In addition, the C-130 
could be a key aircraft in deploying mobility assets 
brought back to the CONUS as a result of cutting back 
our forces overseas. The C-130 would be the weapon 
system of choice “to go out and lay down our en route 
structure and have it ready to use no matter where we 
are tasked to go”42 during periods when the tempo of 
military operations increases. During such times, speci­
fied intratheater mobility organizations and resources 
are used to expand the fixed infrastructure or establish 
AMC presence and infrastructure where none exists. 
This role suits the C-130’s capability to move high-
priority loads such as materials handling equipment 
(MHE), combat control teams, and ALCE teams; fur­
ther, it takes advantage of the aircraft’s ability to oper­
ate in austere conditions. 

Technology available before the end of the cen­
tury will further blur distinctions between what are now 
considered capabilities of global reach mobility forces 
and the theater airlift mission of today’s C-130 force. 
Existing airlift forces already perform various airlift 
missions that overlap intertheater, intratheater, and 
combat-delivery modes (the historic rationale for con­
solidation already understood this relationship). These 
interchangeable roles will almost certainly continue to 
evolve. We can also anticipate theater airlift without 
theater beddown, whereby an aircraft such as the C-17 
rotates to the theater to perform theater augmentation. 
Another option is multiple-mission use of intertheater 
aircraft, whereby an aircraft flies an intertheater mis­
sion, stays in the theater to perform missions, and then 
flies back to the CONUS on another intertheater mis­
sion. 

Future C-130s or derivative aircraft will have range, 
speed, payload, and operating capabilities that will pro-
vide increased mobility options to theater command­
ers and the NCA. If they are air-refuelable—a capa­
bility which would give them virtually unlimited 
range—choices expand even further. Any aircraft fly­
ing a long-distance, direct-delivery43 mission to the the­
ater—AMC or otherwise—will need a seamless sys­
tem with focused C2 in order to move smoothly from 
peace to war and execute a theater CINC’s priorities. 

We can also expect reengineering of the Defense 
Transportation System (DTS).44 Many common-user 
customers of airlift and other parties, such as Congress, 
will continue to understand the military necessity of 
certain unique types of aircraft, but tolerance for over-
head, layering, and duplication will be at an all-time 
low. Because traditional roles and missions will re-
main, the airlift system will have to remain flexibly 
responsive. The strategic airlift fleet (C-141s, C-5s, 
and C-17s) is already used for theater and tactical roles, 
and—under certain circumstances—the C-130 can fly 
strategic missions. A single airlift system remains the 
best option, particularly in times of fiscal restraint. 

One reengineering idea that will continue to attract 
attention, thought, and resources in the airlift and mo­
bility communities is total asset visibility (TAV). Sim­
ply defined, TAV offers full accountability for trans-
ported passengers and materiel from shipment point to 
final destination. Presently, however, TAV is not fully 
developed to provide supported and supporting com­
manders with key information from origin to final des­
tination in-theater. 

To correct this deficiency, we need a handoff 
whereby “an efficient and timely transfer of cargo, pas­
sengers . . . and information between strategic and the­
ater elements is key to responsive force projection.”45 

From the user’s perspective, this exchange must be 
seamless; that is, the responsible procedures, systems, 
and organizations must be transparent to the ultimate 
customer and must result in a fort-to-foxhole delivery 
system. But the reengineering proposed by 
USTRANSCOM stops short of making it the single 
organization responsible for delivery to the foxhole. 
Instead, USTRANSCOM component commands are to 
operate theater port processes up to and including the 
point where cargo and passengers delivered via strate­
gic lift meet the supported CINC’s controlled resources 
(trucks and aircraft).46 In order to make this handoff to 
the theater as seamless as possible, to make TAV work-
able, and to keep the aircraft under the theater CINC, 
peacetime “organize, train, and equip” functions and 
aircraft advocacy should be with the organization that 
can fully integrate them into a standardized, 
interoperable transportation system. Right now, that 
organization is Air Mobility Command. 

Final Thoughts 
A whole array of ideas that support the value of a 

consolidated airlift system has not been explored. This 
article only touches on major themes and provides some 
evidence and examples of the worth of a consolidated 
system. It is intended to stimulate more discussion of 
issues not fully debated when the C-130 transfer oc­
curred. Additionally, histories and memoirs can re-
veal if other factors shaped the transfer during the Air 
Force reorganization. 

History has demonstrated the viability of the con­
solidated, single-manager airlift system. MAC’s and 
AMC’s advocacy for C-130s allowed those aircraft to 
integrate fully into the airlift system and helped gener­
ate a synergism among all airlift forces that built a seam-
less, globally responsive airlift system. Further, the 
concept of the theater airlift manager allowed theater 
commanders to use their theater airlift forces as they 
saw fit and to integrate the entire spectrum of mobility 
and airlift support for their theater. The seamless, 
single-manager airlift system increased US combat ca­
pability by providing an integrated, worldwide airlift 
system with the full range of support capability and 
the necessary flexibility to meet tactical situations in 
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any environment. The present format, however, is an 
invitation for future operational failure at a key junc­
ture. 

As dollars for defense become scarcer, we will have 
fewer chances to buy capability and performance. . . . 
Airlift will have to depend on the wise employment of 
existing forces and resources. 

Finally, as dollars for defense become scarcer, we 
will have fewer chances to buy capability and perfor­
mance. Increasingly, airlift will have to depend on the 
wise employment of existing forces and resources. The 
time-tested, consolidated, single-manager, seamless 
airlift system is the best choice for obtaining maximum 
performance, effectiveness, and efficiency from this 
nation’s airlift forces. 
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